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Abstract 
En este artículo vamos a estudiar las características de la lingüística, las diferencias entre la lengua materna y la adquisición del 
idioma extranjero. Una idea importante que debemos extraer es que los profesores tienen que aprovechar la multitud de teorías y 
enfoques pedagógicos proporcionados por la Lingüística y elegir aquellos que pueden ser mejor aplicados en la situación específica 
de sus estudiantes. El profesor debe desarrollar una tarea eminentemente creativa y aprender a incorporar en su metodología los 
últimos descubrimientos en el campo de la lingüística. 
Keywords: Lengua extranjera, primera lengua, lingüística 
  
Título: First school language acquisition vs. foreign language acquisition. 
Resumen 
Along this article we will study the characteristics of linguistics, differences between mother tongue and foreign language 
acquisition. An important idea we should extract from this topic is that teachers have to take advantage of the multitude of 
pedagogical theories and approaches provided by Linguistics, and choose those that can be best applied in the specific situation of 
their students. The teacher should develop an eminently creative task and learn how to incorporate into his methodology the 
latest findings in the field of linguistics. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In this topic we are going to deal, on the one hand, with some aspects of Applied Linguistics, which studies the didactic 
implications of language theories and linguistic learning. An important idea we should extract from this theme is that 
teachers have to take advantage of the multitude of pedagogical theories and approaches provided by Linguistics, and 
choose those that can be best applied in the specific situation of their students. Therefore, the teacher should develop an 
eminently creative task and learn how to incorporate into his methodology the latest findings in the field of linguistics.  
On the other hand, we will also establish a comparison between the learning of the mother tongue and the learning of 
a foreign language, where I will point out their main similarities and differences. 
2. CONTRIBUTIONS OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS TO FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING. 
We can make a distinction between two aspects of the Applied Linguistics role in language teaching:  
 On the one hand, the main approaches and methods. 
 On the other hand, investigation models of Contrastive Linguistics and its didactic implications. 
 
MAIN APPROACHES AND METHODS 
First of all, we should bear in mind that the systematisation of theoretical principles of Applied Linguistics is gradually 
produced starting from the XIX century, although in some cases foreign languages were taught in much the same way as 
classical ones. Now we are going to see the development of foreign language teaching methods. 
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 I’ve decided to classify the different approaches and Methods into three different blocks, so it is easier to 
understand them: 
o The first one block comprises the “first approaches”: Grammar-Translation Method and Direct or Natural 
Method. 
o The second one refers to Structuralism: with the Audiolingual Method and Situational Language 
Teaching,  
o And the third and last one: Humanism: with the Communicative Language Teaching, and also others of 
less importance such as Total Physical Response, Natural Approach, The Silent Way, Suggestopaedia, and 
the Community Language Learning.  
 
CONTRASTIVE LINGUISTICS 
These models of investigation can be divided into three different ones: Contrastive Analysis, Error Analysis and 
Interlanguage. 
1. Contrastive Analysis: The first language was considered the major cause of a learner’s problems with the new 
language, been considered as a source of interference in the acquisition of the new language. This analysis is 
based on behaviourist psychology. 
o For instance, if a structure in the first language differs form that of the second language, errors that 
reflect the structure of the first language will be produced. This process is called interference or negative 
transfer: 
 Spanish sentence…………..La casa grande. 
 English wrong sentence……The house big. 
 (ANNEXE) Notice that the adjective and noun order is wrong in the English 
sentence.  
o In contrast, if the structure in both languages is the same, there will be positive transfer or zero 
interference, without errors in the second language performance.  
 Spanish plural marker (-s): boli(s) 
 English plural marker (-s): pen(s) 
 (ANNEXE) Notice here that there is no difference between those languages, 
and as consequence, there is no mistake. 
2. Error Analysis: Many teachers noticed that a great number of the students’ errors could not possibly be 
consequence of their native language. In fact, Noam Chomsky questioned the core of the behaviourist habit 
theory represented by Skinner. According to Chomsky, learning is a creative process, not a habit formation. 
Moreover, Error Analysis is focussed on the study of learner’s errors, and distinguishes between:  
o Interlingual errors: those that reflect the learner’s first language structures. (In spite of being called 
interference as it was done by Contrastive Analysis).  
o Development errors: similar to those made by children acquiring their native tongue. For instance, 
students of English as foreign language often produce the same mistakes as the students of English as 
mother tongue. Let’s see an example:  
 “He cans play the piano very well”. 
2. And finally, Interlanguage: it is the linguistic system that a learner constructs while he is mastering a target 
language, understood as an intermediate status between his native language and the target language.  
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3. LINGUISTIC LEARNING PROCESS. FIRST LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AND FOREIGN LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 
Along this point I will distinguish between first school language acquisition and foreign language acquisition. Moreover, 
I will also try to point out their main similarities and differences.  
 
FIRST LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 
Firs of all, we should take into account that every aspect of a language is enormously complex. However, children are 
able to learn most of their mother tongue system before the age of six. How can it be possible? I is possible thanks to 
processes such as putting things together, asking questions, negating sentences, using the syntactic, phonological, 
morphological and semantic rules of the language.  
Notwithstanding that, children must not only acquire complex rules of grammar (what is called linguistic accuracy), but 
also learn the complex rules of the appropriate social use of language (called communicative competence).  
Now I am going to point out the different stages that a child follows in order to acquire language (however, the earliest 
cries and whimpers are not considered early language): 
- Stages of language acquisition in children: (Babbling, Holoprhastic stage, the Two-Word stage, and finally, Telegraph 
to Infinity). 
1. The Babbling stage: Usually around the sixth month period, the infant begins to babble. These sounds include the 
sounds of human languages. 
2. The Holophrastic stage: Sometime after one year children begin to use the same string of sounds repeatedly to 
“mean” the same thing. Then, the child uses just one word that later on will be complex phrases and sentences. 
3. The Two-Word stage: It happens when children are two years old they begin to produce two-word utterances 
like: bye-bye boat, hi mommy…etc. In this stage there are no syntactic or morphological markers.  
4. And the last stage, Telegraph to Infinity: When a child starts producing more than two words together, utterances 
can be two, three, four, five words or longer. In fact, utterances have a special characteristic, because children 
only use the words that carry the main message, so they sound as if they were reading telegrams.  
But little by little they acquire more and more language. Finally, child’s utterances sound like those spoken by adults.  
We have already studied the different stages of language acquisition. At this point, I will enumerate and explain the 
different theories that have been applied in the child language acquisition: 
- Theories applied in the child language acquisition: 
1. Imitation: there are people who think that children merely imitate what they hear. However, if they imitated 
adults they would not make mistakes. 
2. Positive Reinforcement: This theory suggests that children learn to produce “correct” sentences because they are 
positively reinforced when they say something right and negatively reinforced when they say something wrong. 
The problem is that whatever “correction” takes place is based more on the content of the message than on its 
form. In fact, children do not know what they are doing wrong and are even unable to make the corrections when 
they are pointed to them. 
3. Creative Construction: This theory considers that neither the imitation nor the reinforcement theories were right, 
because they forgot that children are constructing their own rules. For this reason, “imperfect” sentences used by 
children are perfectly regular because they reflect their grammar at a certain stage of development. In fact, Noam 
Chomsky suggests that children have to construct all the rules of the grammar, in what he calls a “generative 
grammar”.  
 
Notwithstanding that, another interesting aspect of languages learning is the learning and acquisition of a foreign 
language. Let’s analyse it carefully:  
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING AND ACQUISITION 
Although the processes and theories involved in the learning of a foreign language are similar to those ones of the 
mother tongue acquisition, there are other aspects such as the stages that children go through, which show certain 
differences.  
In fact, the learning process does not take place in a lineal way. For instance, in the initial stages the child makes a 
considerable simplification and an exclusion of peculiarities of what is not perceived as essential. Later on, progress 
consists of a continuous process of complementing, polishing and enriching this global apprehension of the new 
communication system.  
If we agree that creative construction can teak place without generating an immediate production (what is known as 
the “silent period”), we will have to admit that receptive activities play an important role in the learning of a foreign 
language. Moreover, this process takes place in a personal and distinct way for each individual because each person uses 
the input he has received in a particular way.  
In order to finish with this point, I am going to continue pointing out the main similarities and differences between first 
and foreign language acquisition. (Are the 1
st
 and 2
nd
 languages acquired in the same way?). 
 
SIMILARIETIES AND DIFFERENCIES BETWEEN FIRST AND FOREIGN LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 
There can be important similarities between the theoretical models to adopt and between the methodologies used in 
FLT and the way in which the mother tongue was learnt. But of course, it depends on the methodology used for the 
foreign language teaching, and on the circumstances that surround the learning process. 
1. If we are following a communicative approach to foreign language teaching, children learning either a first or a 
foreign language have communicative experiences in which speech is based on topics or aspects related to their 
interests and motivation, and with interlocutors using gestures, facial expressions and so on.  
2. Another similarity is that both areas (first and foreign language) deal with language, and their objectives have to 
do with the acquisition of the competence to communicate. This process that a learner must go thorough before 
being able to speak fluently occurs in both native and foreign languages.  
3. Moreover, when the student uses the mechanism acquired in his first and second languages, he does so 
subconsciously.  
4. But also the kind of mistakes that learners make, and the order in which they appear are similar in both cases. In 
fact, there exists a similar pattern that starts with repeating what is heard, to pass to infer the underlying rule, 
even by making regular what is not. 
5. We cannot conclude commenting on the similarities between the first and second language acquisition processes 
without referring to the importance of the learner’s motivation in getting involved not only in the learning 
process but also in taking part in some class decisions.  
 
However, as well as we can notice certain similarities, there are important differences between those processes.  
1. Student’s age: the process of acquisition of the mother tongue starts much earlier than usual foreign language 
teaching. In contrast, the foreign language is only compulsory from the third form of Primary Education, although 
there is a tendency to start it earlier. For this reason, the methodology and the type of activities will have to be 
different. Moreover, approximately in puberty the ability to acquire language under natural conditions is lost. 
This is known as the critical age.  
2. Motivation: It is important to create communicative needs to the students, because they are usually more 
motivated to use their mother tongue because of their setting, than the foreign language. 
3. Previous knowledge of the language: As students can use their mother tongue functionally when they are at 
school, teaching their mother tongue must be a complement to what they already know. However, foreign 
language learners know almost nothing of it, so they must transfer from their mother tongue as much as they are 
able to the second language. For this reason we usually make mistakes influenced y our native language, when 
trying to use the foreign language. 
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4. Context: While the mother tongue is situated in context without special efforts of the teacher, the context for a 
foreign language is provided artificially on many occasions.  
5. And finally, another difference is fossilization: It is quite impossible to learn a foreign language with such 
perfection as we learn our mother tongue.  
4. CONCLUSION 
It seems that every aspect of language is enormously complex. However, if children are able to learn their mother 
tongue before they are six years old, and without being taught grammar rules, the same should happen with any foreign 
language.  
We, as foreign language teachers, should try to give them opportunities to learn the second language as they do with 
their mother tongue, not just learning it, but acquiring the necessary competence in the language to communicate 
efficiently. Only if we train them in the appropriate strategies, taking into account their previous experience in their 
mother tongue, they will become more autonomous in the learning process and more responsible for the acquisition of 
the foreign language. And all this can be achieved by means of interesting and motivating activities, making the learning of 
a foreign language a nice and amusing experience. 
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